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Justice has entered part of the Arab lexicon this week, through the two gates of Lebanon and Sudan, to deter from political assassinations, rape, killing, torture and expulsions, and to inaugurate the era of ending impunity. Of course, there are Arab voices rising in accusations of treason and talk of conspiracies in describing the role of the international community in both "justices". Nevertheless, there are certainly Arab voices that welcome justice and consider it a basis for reform in the Arab region, as they do moderation. It is noteworthy that, in the midst of such a fateful battle between the camps of moderation and extremism, voices rise in the US, from among the new lovers of dialogue and of striking deals, who call for a separation between Islamic radicalism that harms the West and the type whose harm is locally restricted, in what resembles a call for coexistence with extremism and for abandoning moderation. Such propositions are dangerous, especially as they come from intelligent men whom US President Barack Obama's administration listens to. Thus it is imperative for the ranks of Arab moderation to emerge as soon as possible with a vision and a comprehensive strategy to enlighten the Obama Administration, so that it may ignore such propositions, which would produce an extremism that would neither spare the US and the West in general, nor the Arab and Muslim region in particular. It is a matter inherent to shaping the future of the Arab region and setting the bases of the new regional order. Thus it is necessary to refute the dangerous fallacies which those who hold these strange Western ideas amass before the Obama Administration and use to trample the leaders of rising moderate forces, and not radical political Islam, as a basis for the future of the region.

Arab moderation is under attack on numerous fronts, some of them surprising and suspicious. Indeed, moderates might expect the popular base and also part of the elite to fall into double standards to the point of rejecting justice for themselves. So the first thing these people would say is: why is Israel always spared from being held accountable and allowed to go untried and unpunished, whereas the international community and the US in particular, as they imagine, are focused on holding the Arabs accountable? What surprises Arab moderates is what comes from members of American intellectual and elite circles, who do not hesitate to sacrifice justice to what they consider to be strategically/geographically/politically logical. However, the noteworthy question is: why do such people find it so easy to forgo justice, despite it being a fundamental pillar of the democracy and reform they claim to support in the Arab region? Perhaps most of the American elite with a role in politics agrees on justice in Darfur, and thus does not object to the decision made by the International Criminal Court (ICC) against Sudan's president. This is the first time a warrant is issued for the arrest of a president while still in the seat of power. Perhaps their enthusiasm would subside if matters were to develop in a way that would force the Obama Administration to interfere in Sudan, either to impose an air embargo on Sudan or to stop events that go out of control.

The US's official stance on the ICC's decision is one of strong support behind the scenes and mild support in public. Indeed, the US Administration is in a transitional period in terms of its relationship with justice, as with its relationship with everything else these days. Despite that fact, Barack Obama's administration is much clearer and more committed and sincere in addressing justice than American elitists who pretend that the issue of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon to try those responsible for the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri has nothing to do with the US's relationship with Syria. It is noteworthy that most of the American elite that promote Syrian ideas with the Obama Administration are Jewish-American intellectual leaders who see no choice but "pragmatism", extensions, delays and defusing popular interest in the tribunal, so that it may become a weak, inconsequential exercise. Those merely deal in words, as they have no authority over the tribunal, and yet their insistence on dispensing with justice and disparaging moderation, while heading towards striking deals with the countries of the coalition of defiance, is truly striking. To dispel misunderstandings, engaging in dialogue with any of the leaders of the coalition of defiance is not a mistake, and is in fact welcome, especially if it is aimed at containing extremism or encouraging moderation. However, that is not what is taking place, but rather what clearly seems to be some kind of deal, some of which has begun to take shape and which carries the title of "opportunity" amidst frustration.

Indeed, the thoughts of many of those who are working to shape such an "opportunity" are based on the impossibility of addressing Palestinian-Israeli negotiations towards peace at this juncture. They thus call for ceasing to focus on them and moving instead to Syrian-Israeli negotiations, which would later hold the key for broader change, considering that Damascus represents the main support for each of Hamas and Hezbollah, and that Syria's leadership is in their opinion "strong", whereas the Palestinian leadership is weak and unable to create peace. We should pay attention to what the president of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) in New York, Richard Haass, returned with from his visit to Syria.  In the latest issue of Newsweek, he says: "During a recent visit to Damascus, I was told by a senior official that Syria is prepared to forge a separate peace - a bilateral agreement that would not include a resolution of the Palestinian issue". He adds: "Syria also seems prepared to distance itself from Iran. The people I met in Damascus seemed far more interested in building relations with Iraq, a multiethnic Arab country on Syria's border, than in remaining close to the theocratic Shia regime in Tehran". In his article, Haass supports Syria's essential stances and demands, including the claim that peace between Syria and Israel will have a radical impact on Damascus's support of Hamas, and that normalizing relations with Syria and removing US sanctions against it, in addition to enticing it with Arab economic aid, "could lead it to rein in its support for Hamas". He adds that Turkey's role in driving towards peace between Syria and Israel is insufficient, that "the United States needs to become a participant", that not talking to Syria "has weakened U.S. influence, not the standing of the government in Damascus", that making peace in the region is "impossible without Syria", and that dialogue must be viewed "as a tool, not a reward". Haass neither mentions the Special Tribunal for Lebanon nor the relationship between Syria and Lebanon, but he does say that peace between Israel and Syria would leave Lebanon as the only "confrontation state", which would allow the Israelis "to focus on other security challenges", such as "radical armed groups such as Hamas and Hizbullah, and an Iranian government that sponsors terror and is hard at work producing enriched uranium".

Perhaps Damascus's stances are as Haass describes them, suggesting Syria's willingness to abandon Hamas, Hezbollah, Iran and the Palestinian issue in return for being rehabilitated with the US Administration and European governments, having its sanctions removed and ending its isolation, through dialogue, diplomatic relations and visits. Indeed, he holds a high-ranking position and has certainly spoken to the highest-ranking officials in Damascus, and they have spoken with him seriously, in order to convey messages to the Obama Administration. Such a diplomatic and political assault might explain some of the inter-Arab reconciliations, understandings, visits and meetings concerned with Damascus lately. If Damascus is truly ready for such a qualitative leap with the kind of clarity that appears in the minds of people like Richard Haass, then it would really be a radical change. However, it is imperative to be cautious of words such as "may" and "perhaps" in Syria's political discourse, as it is imperative for American elitists to carefully examine engagements before promoting them. Furthermore, it is imperative not to deal with the Palestinian issue as if it were marginal. Indeed, there will never be peace in the region without resolving the issue of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories. Peace between Syria and Israel is welcome, if both the leaderships of Syria and Israel seek it. Yet such a peace is not the alternative to peace between the Palestinians and Israel. If strategic thinking converges towards overcoming the division between the Palestinians - whether by breaking the cycle between Damascus and Hamas or by building Palestinian institutions and allowing the Palestinian Authority to once again engage in negotiations - then this is good. But if Syrian-Israeli negotiations have taken such prominence in order to weaken world interest in Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, then the matter is quite suspicious. In any case, Syria's political discourse, as conveyed by visitors to Damascus, certainly does not speak of a "correlation" between Lebanon and Syria in making peace with Israel. This frees Lebanon of this burden, and it would be useful to make public Syria's willingness to abandon Hamas and Hezbollah as part of a deal with the US and Israel.

What happens between Syria and these organizations has provided the framework for the idea of "containing" or "assimilating" armed militias through a state, or rather states. However, there is also talk of assimilation and containment by employing relatively less extreme local radicalisms to combat radicalisms with international extensions and ambitions. This is worthy of discussion, especially that some of those who promote such a "cure" are effectively calling for detracting from the influence of moderation and marginalizing it, as a de facto situation and not as a well planned policy. The latest cover of Newsweek carried a headline in Arabic saying "Radical Islam is a fact of life… How to live with it", for an article written by Fareed Zakaria, in which he calls for using Islamists - including reactionaries and extremists - in "the struggle against terror" and against Jihadists, and for distinguishing between local radical extremism and international Jihadist extremism, considering that this had been the policy which had finally proved successful in Iraq. Zakaria quotes former CIA analyst Reuel Marc Gerecht saying that "it's hard to hand over authority to people who are illiberal. What you have to realize is that the objective is to defeat bin Ladenism, and you have to start the evolution. Moderate Muslims are not the answer. Shiite clerics and Sunni fundamentalists are our salvation from future 9/11s". These are dangerous words, not because they exclude and downgrade moderates while strengthening fundamentalists, but because they focus, with the utmost selfishness, on 9/11 from the perspective of the war on terror, instead of thinking of the consequences of excluding moderation and adopting partnership with fundamentalism. Perhaps the idea behind the cover of Newsweek is to appreciate the local cultural context and respect the fact that people seek to find a balance between freedom and order, as Zakaria says, as radical Islam is destined to lose in Muslim countries because its charms wear out once put to practice. Perhaps it is useful to leave Muslims to clash with the civilized world on their own so that they may realize that they have no choice but to abandon fundamentalism or extremist radicalism.

However, it is important not to leave the impression that the West is willing to strike deals with radical Islam or with the sponsors of armed militias from the coalition of extremism and defiance, without regard for the harm this would inflict on moderation and moderates. Things are not as they used to be, and there are opposition movements in Arab countries that side with the government and its security apparatus when they only have one other choice, that of radical Islam. We must be wary not to repeat the painful mistakes of the past.
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